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Abstract 
Cette présentation se propose d’étudier dans quelle mesure la notion de progression peut être pertinente dans le cadre 
d’un environnement électronique d’apprentissage des langues. Plus particulièrement, nous envisagerons quelques 
pistes théoriques permettant de combiner le caractère pré-établi de la progression avec les possibilités et les exigences 
d’adaptabilité introduites par les nouveaux usages et les nouvelles technologies du web. Nous conclurons sur la 
pertinence de la progression comme outil de cadrage du processus d’apprentissage en ligne. 
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1. Introduction 
The notion of progression has been studied and discussed by many applied linguists, but generally 
within face-to-face settings. What happens with this concept when we consider online learning, and more 
specifically if we think of adaptive learning environments, where the learning path the user will follow is 
not definitively mapped at the start of the learning process? 
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2. The questions 
The three questions we will try to answer are:  
 
1. Do we consider progression as a guide to structure the learning objects in a certain order, and if so 
how?  
2. If a learning environment is considered adaptive, do we still need a progression, or do we just ‘let 
the system rule’?  
3. Is progression a useful tool for a posteriori control of the learner’s working path in the 
environment? 
3. Defining our terminology 
3.1. Adaptivity 
First we shall attempt to define what we understand by the term adaptivity. A quick look at online 
dictionaries tells us that it is the main property of something that is adaptive. Defining the word adaptive, 
the Farlex Free Dictionary1 says that something is adaptive “when it’s readily capable of adapting or of 
being adapted”. Merriam Webster online dictionary2 says that adaptive means “showing or having a 
capacity for or tendency toward adaptation”. With a focus on computer systems, we read in the 
Encyclopedia Britannica 3  that “adaptive control is the capability of the system to modify its own 
operation to achieve the best possible mode of operation. A general definition of adaptive control implies 
that an adaptive system must be capable of performing the following functions: 
 
providing continuous information about the present state of the system or identifying the process; 
comparing present system performance to the desired or optimum performance and making a decision 
to change the system to achieve the defined optimum performance; [...] These three principles – 
identification, decision, and modification – are inherent in any adaptive system. 
By speaking about a desired or defined optimum performance, this definition expresses the idea of a 
goal to reach. This is where we make the link with the idea of progression, which also tends towards a 
goal. We shall come back on this notion later on. 
3.2. Progression 
W. F. Mackey (1972) notices that grouping, sequencing and progression of selected contents mostly 
form a complex problem with solutions generally appearing unsatisfying to most practitioners. Mackey 
(quoted by Puren, 1988) also tells us that the criterion of ‘easiness’ (defined in the beginning of the 20th 
century by the French applied linguist Gabriel Compayré (n.d.) as “from simple to complex, from defined 
to undefined, from concrete to abstract, from particular to general”) is ambiguous because an unknown 
element with no link to anything already known will always seem very difficult. Most applied linguists 
(e.g. Martinez, 1996) want to add other elements such as learner motivation, usefulness and context.  
Borg (2001) also provides good theoretical notions about the idea of progression, enumerating six 
 
1
 http://www.thefreedictionary.com/Adaptivity 
2
 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/adaptivity 
3
 http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/135480/control-system/1512/Basic-principles 
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different points of focus: the teacher, the student, the pedagogical tool, the content to learn, the method, 
the items to evaluate. Borg also shows how teaching methods have evolved from positivist theories to 
cognitive approaches, and puts this in perspective with the evolution of progression from being centered 
on the teacher and on the method in the most traditional paradigm, to being focused on the learner and the 
pedagogical tool in more recent, cognitive approaches to learning.  
Progression in a CALL environment is a real challenge, as there is not always direct contact between 
teacher4 and learner. According to Robinson (2009), “learners pass through stages of development in the 
acquisition of, amongst other things, word order rules, question forms and negation. […] Since stages of 
development are learner internal and hidden from the teacher, timing is difficult to manage.” Thus the 
selection, gradation and programming (the three terms as defined by Borg, 2001) of online activities is no 
easy task, as shown by Barbot (2009): “It is also important to find a balance between the linearity of the 
presentation (preferable for the introduction of new concepts) and freedom of navigation in all directions 
(interesting for the linking of knowledge to be independently activated to solve a problem.” This is not 
the only question, and attention must be paid to the learner as an individual, as shown by Robinson 
(2009), relying on work by Skehan (1998), saying that “sequencing tasks from less cognitively 
demanding to more demanding optimizes opportunities for attention allocation to language form.”  
4. New evolutions 
Recent research (e.g. Warschauer, 2000) shows the advantages of network based language learning. 
Articles from O’Reilly (2005) and Spivack (2009) describe new models for web based systems – not only 
adaptivity, but also user-generated contents, and the metaphor of the stream (like the Facebook wall or the 
Twitter timeline) that can cause deep changes in the way we consider the idea of adaptivity. We could 
imagine, for example, systems adapted by users instead of systems that are self-adaptive. These elements 
may bring a new dimension to the notion of progression by giving learners the high level of control and 
selection that they can expect from the most recent web applications, within the learning environment 
itself. In the same way of thinking, interaction with third parties and user-generated contents also tend to 
modify the way we conceptualize the notion of progression, towards a less linear way of considering the 
learning process. The metaphor of the spiral (Martinez, 1996) can still be considered as valid, but with 
interference from the learners and their environments. 
5. Trying to find answers to our questions 
1. Do we consider progression as a guide to structuring the learning objects in a certain order, and if so 
how? We have seen that the progression is no longer conceived of as linear. Linearity does not cope 
with adaptivity, suggesting there must be more than just ordering learning objects. 
2. If a learning environment is adaptive, do we still need progression, or do we just ‘let the system 
rule’ If we accept the metaphor of the web as a stream (Spivack, 2009) where users pick here and 
there what is relevant for them (admitting that digital natives5 want to have most control over 
selection and use of contents), then the idea of progression is still present, defining learning goals 
and suggesting ways to reach them, but it must also be ‘user-defined’ in some way, depending of 
course on the context of the learning process, the individual user, etc.  
3. Is progression a useful tool for a posteriori control (evaluation) of the learner’s path on the learning 
 
4
 We keep the term ‘teacher’ for the simplicity of the text. Here, this also can refer to the person who produces the online learning 
activities, depending on the context. 
5
 As defined by Prensky (2005). 
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environment? In other words, did he/she pass all the levels of the game? The notion of progression, 
in the sense given by Borg (2001), can be very useful indeed in providing a general framework for 
the learning process, including definition of the contents, learning goals and evaluation methods. 
Progression is thus the ideal guideline to the centre of the spiral, but the user must be able to ‘feel 
free to remix’. 
6. Conclusion 
The notion of progression remains a useful tool, even in adaptive learning environments. At first sight, 
progression and adaptivity may seem in contradiction to each other, but we have shown that the 
progression as defined by Borg (2001) can be the general guideline for the online language learning 
process, even in an adaptive system with a high level of user-generated input or of user control.  
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